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Due to the recent economic crisis, there has been an important increase in Spanish emigration among young adults, 
especially towards the UK (Travis, 2013). Individuals find themselves having to go abroad to find employment, or to further 
studies. In order to do this they need proof of their English proficiency, as it will be required by potential employers or 
educational institutions. As a result, exam teaching is becoming more and more important within EFL teaching in Spain. To 
be able to cater to the needs of this growing market, teachers have to learn how to become as efficient as possible, in 
order to be as effective as possible and to do this they need to know how to deal with the issues of teaching for exams. 
WHY ARE EXAMS IMPORTANT? 
Exams are a means of assessing progress, establishing ability and giving society a “yardstick with which to make 
meaningful comparisons” (Hughes, 2003: 4) and although we normally associate exams with an educational system, 
“testing is a universal feature of social life” (McNamara, 2000:3). If we also consider that an exam result can be a life 
determining factor, teaching exam classes then holds a “special responsibility” (Burgess and Head, 2005: 1) for the 
teacher.  
Let us look at the main points of interest when teaching exam classes: 
 Differences between teaching General English and Exam classes. 
Regarding classroom activities and teaching techniques, “teaching an exam class is not as different as teaching a 
General English class” (Burgess and Head, 2005: 1) but differences do exist. In exam classes: 
o The students have a common goal: to pass the exam. 
o Motivation tends to be higher as students share “a sense of common purpose” (May, 1996:4). 
o The syllabus design is clear and concise thus facilitating the planning of lessons. In some cases, students 
often find this kind of learning familiar and this improves performance (May, 1996).  
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o Student anxiety and stress is more common due to the pressure of needing to pass an exam. 
 Teacher’s role. 
o Maintaining motivation: According to Gardner and Lambert (1972), motivation regarding L2 acquisition 
can be integrative or instrumental. In exam classes the motivation is mainly instrumental because the 
student needs English for a practical reason. Although motivation in these types of classes tends to be 
high, as the course progresses, teachers may find that it wanes (Burgess and Head, 2005). Motivation is 
essential if the aim of the course is to be achieved and in order to do that, the teacher must know what 
motivates the student and act upon it.  
o Channeling the effects of pressure: All students when faced with the pressure of an upcoming exam suffer 
from stress and anxiety (McNamara, 2000) but pressure affects people in different ways and it needn’t 
have a negative effect on learning (Burgess and Head, 2005). It is the teacher’s job to channel the 
student’s anxiety into positive energy, by getting the learners to visualize the consequences of doing well, 
varying activities within the classroom to include games, continually giving encouragement to the students 
or, giving them all the information needed, so that they feel more knowledgeable about what to expect. 
o Negotiating the syllabus: The teacher should “interpret and modify their syllabuses in the process of 
translating them into action” (Nunan, 1988:8). They have to find the best way to work with the students, 
taking into account their strengths and weaknesses, in order to achieve the course aim and objectives. 
 Backwash 
An exam, if it is to be an accurate marker of a student’s level of skill, has to fulfill certain criteria: validity, 
reliability and practicality (McNamara, 2000). Unfortunately, these criteria are not always 100% attainable and can, 
in some cases, be mutually exclusive (Hughes, 2003). An example is objective tests like multiple choice: they 
provide a high degree of reliability but low construct validity in that they only test knowledge. Designing exams 
therefore “involves a cycle of activity” (McNamara, 2000), where designs are continually tested, retested and then 
modified. Part of this process is evaluating backwash: the effect that exams have on teaching. Some authors have 
suggested that backwash is so far reaching that it not only affects teaching but society or culture in general also 
(Alderson, Clapham and Wall, 1995). Regarding exam classes therefore, the teacher has to be aware of both 
positive and negative backwash. The main aim of an exam class is to achieve a pass but, the teacher may fall into 
the trap of teaching only for the exam and ignoring other aspects of the learning process that are just as valid and 
important. The end result is what matters and not the process of learning (Prodromou, 1995), giving way to 
negative backwash. If the teacher tries to promote the use of authentic materials within the classroom, which are 
not just focused on the exam but can also be used by the students in everyday situations, the teacher is 
encouraging positive backwash. Backwash therefore should be supportive of good teaching and corrective of bad 
teaching (Hughes, 2003). 
 Balancing Teaching and Testing 
Exam preparation is twofold: ensuring that the student has the necessary knowledge to achieve success: 
teaching, whilst at the same time focusing on the upcoming exam: testing, (May, 1996). If the teacher does not find 
the right balance there is a great risk of negative backwash. 
Teacher creativity can also be stifled as “teachers are consumers of other people’s syllabuses” (Nunan, 1988:7). 
Time limits and other constraints may mean that the teacher feels in a rut and is unable to be satisfied with their 
teaching (Woodward, 2001), not to mention the students, as it is just as important to make the classes varied and 
fun, as it is to drive the students towards the goal of passing their exam (Burgess and Head, 2005). 
 Student Autonomy 
In all learning students must take an active part but more so when faced with an exam (Woodward, 2001). Most 
of the time the student is aware of that shared responsibility but lacks the organizational skills and discipline to 
become autonomous. It is the teacher’s job to ensure that the student has these tools (Burgess and Head, 2005). 
Exam teaching therefore should adopt a learner-centered approach to testing, which recognizes that the teacher is 
a facilitator of information and shy away from the “inflation of the teacher’s authority” (Prodomou, 1995: 18). 
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To conclude, the arguments aforementioned underline the different role that exams force the teacher to 
undertake. It would seem logical then that teachers should be prepared for this shift of focus in order to maximize 
student output thus achieving the set goals. 
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